Trace metals: essential nutrients or toxins.
Trace metals play important roles in biological processes, both as essential components and toxins. Monitoring body status of trace metals thus has become an important function of many clinical, industrial, and government laboratories. Deficiencies of some essential trace metals are seen occasionally, but of most importance is the area of metal toxicity resulting from environmental, occupational, accidental, or iatrogenic exposure. Major questions persist about which specimen best reflects body status, and in this regard each metal has different requirements. Blood is used most widely, urine has a few applications, and hair can be used, although external contamination is an ever-present problem. Tissue is by far the best specimen but is not easily obtained. Contamination of specimens during collection and processing must be controlled. Of the instrumental techniques available, atomic absorption spectrometry has been used most widely, particularly with electrothermal and atomization approaches.